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The Word of the Lord from John 3:16-17: “For God so loved the world, that He gave His only 
Son, that whoever believes in Him should not perish but have eternal life. For God did not send His Son 

into the world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through Him.” This is 
the Word of the Lord. 

 
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Amen  

 

I. Can Art History Majors Too Be Saved? 
I don’t think it’s any secret that some college degrees are better than others when it comes to 

future employment; and some college degrees seem designed more to gather tuition dollars than prepare 
students for the future. There is, of course, the proverbial degree in “underwater basket-weaving:” it 

might have an enjoyable course load to it, but I don’t know of a huge demand for the craft once you’ve 

got your degree. And while “underwater basket-weaving” may not exist anywhere, you can spend four 
years in college earning degrees in “golf course management,” “motorsports science and engineering,” 

“comic book art,” or “Canadian studies.” These degrees, and others, don’t necessarily translate into a 
good job, except perhaps for a very few. Just because you’re interested in something doesn’t mean that 

employers are interested in hiring you. 
 

Now, I’m about to risk the ire of any art history majors in the room with an illustration. So before 

I do, let me say this: If you think I’m just here to make fun of those who have odd and non-marketable 
degrees, please think again, for I am the pot calling the kettle black. My bachelor’s degree is in, of all 

things, “pre-theology.” Not even “theology,” mind you, but “pre-theology.” Talk about “marketable”: If 
being a pastor doesn’t work out, the world is not exactly my oyster. An art history degree would be more 

marketable. 

 
So here’s my illustration: Imagine a student who graduates with a degree in, oh, art history. He 

doesn’t just graduate, but graduates summa cum laude with all sorts of honors. He starts applying for 
jobs, and finds none at all. Rather than income, he has tens of thousands of dollars in student loans 

which he can’t begin to repay because he doesn’t have a job. He might well find himself concluding, “I 

thought I was doing the right thing, but everything that I did do means nothing. All I have are no 
prospects and a bunch of debt.” 

 
In our Gospel lesson today, Jesus is speaking with Nicodemus, the Pharisee who has come to him 

by night. Here is the Law that Jesus preaches—it comes at the end of the text. He says, “And this is the 
judgment: the light has come into the world, and people loved the darkness rather than the light because 

their works were evil. For everyone who does wicked things hates the light and does not come to the 

light, lest his works should be exposed. But whoever does what is true comes to the light, so that it may 
be clearly seen that his works have been carried out in God.” 

 
Jesus warns against those who do wicked things, but what does this mean? Clearly, at that time 

it’s easy to think of prostitutes, robbers, insurrectionists, and other ne’er-do-wells. But Jesus isn’t talking 

to a prostitute, robber, insurrectionist or other ne’er-do-well. He’s talking to a Pharisee, a good guy who’s 
probably been nominated for “best neighbor” and “citizen of the week” a few times by the folks around 

him. For all we know, he rescues stray puppies and picks up every piece of litter he sees. Yet, the tone of 
the conversation is not Jesus saying, “Nicodemus, I want to make sure that you feel good about what 

you do in comparison to all the wicked people out there.” Jesus is telling Nicodemus that all of his works 



might well be wicked. How could this be? Because they are done apart from faith, and because they are 

done with the expectation that they’re earning a spot in heaven. 
 

It’s easy to see the crimes of your local violent robber to be wicked things. Clearly, by his actions, 
he says, “I want nothing do with forgiveness because I’m persisting in my violent acts against other 

people.” But how could Nicodemus’ works be evil? They’re evil if he trusts in them for salvation and 

believes that they’ll get him into heaven. If he trusts in his works for salvation, then he isn’t trusting in 
Christ for salvation. If he trusts in his own works to save, then he’s made himself a false god because he 

believes he can save himself apart from Christ. If he persists in this until the end, then he’ll find himself 
like our imaginary art history student we talked about before: “I thought I was doing the right thing, but 

everything I did means nothing when it comes to salvation. Now I’ve got this long list of things that I’ve 
done, but I’ve also got a huge debt that I can’t pay.”  

 

If your works can’t pay off that debt of sin, then they’re worthless in terms of salvation. And if 
you count on your works to save you and they lead you to hell instead, that makes them wicked things 

and evil works because they keep you from salvation. 
 

This is a tough truth to swallow: charitable deeds done in love are just as useless for salvation as 

assault and battery. People who do good things are often described as “Christian” people; but if they do 
not have faith in Christ, then their works are worthless before God (no matter how helpful to you), and 

they are condemned. That’s tough Law. But that’s what Jesus is saying to Nicodemus.  
 

Now, the kneejerk reaction to all of this is, “So it doesn’t matter what I do, huh? According to 
you Lutherans, I might as well be an adulterous axe murderer since my works don’t matter.” It’s an 

objection so foolish that it’s insulting. I mean, really. The lesson is not, “You might as well do whatever 

depraved evil you want to do, because God doesn’t care.” The lesson is, “Even your good works are sinful 
if done apart from faith.” Look at the last verse of our text: Jesus says, “Whoever does what is true 

comes to the light, so that it may be clearly seen that his works have been carried out in God.” When it 
comes to works, what should you be doing? Do what is true, and what is true is what is carried out in 

God. What does this mean? Jesus will speak of this more in John 6. There, some in the crowd ask Him, 

“What must we do, to be doing the works of God?”, and Jesus responds, “This is the work of God, that 
you believe in Him whom He has sent” (John 6:28-29).  

 
What matters first and foremost is faith in Jesus Christ. The one who doesn’t believe in Jesus is 

still sinful, and that sin stains all of his works. The one who believes in Jesus has his sins taken away, and 

so his works are unstained before God, too. It is the grace of God in Christ that makes good works good. 
And don’t miss what else Jesus says in John 6:29: faith is the work of God. Faith isn’t something that you 

work, but something that God works in you. It’s His gift to you. 
 

II. Faith: God at Work 
Jesus is working faith in the rest of our text. He’s speaking Gospel to Nicodemus in order to give 

him faith. By these words, He is giving faith to you too. 

 
He says, “And as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted 

up, that whoever believes in Him may have eternal life.” You heard about this in the Old Testament 
lesson. In the wilderness, the Israelites rebelled against God and accused Him of leading them into the 

wilderness to kill them. To demonstrate what that would be like, the Lord sent poisonous serpents among 

them and many died. The people repented and cried out to be saved; and at the Lord’s direction, Moses 
made a bronze serpent and raised it up on a pole. If anyone was bitten by a serpent but looked at the 

bronze serpent, he lived.  
 



Now, we’re all snake-bit with sin, courtesy of the serpent in the Garden of Eden, and so we find 

all sorts of ways of finding fault with God for our sin. Though we don’t deserve it, Christ was lifted up for 
us—lifted up on a cross in order to die for our sins. We can’t save ourselves; but He already has.  

 
Jesus goes on: “For God so loved the world, that He gave His only Son, that whoever believes in 

Him should not perish but have eternal life.” God loved the world—the entire world. He didn’t give His 

Son to die just for some, but for all. The love here is a love that only He can do—it’s a perfectly selfless 
love that says, “I’ll sacrifice everything for you even if you never give Me the time of day.” And so God 

sacrificed His only-begotten Son in your place. The forgiveness that Jesus won is a gift: God forces no 
one to be saved. Whoever believes will not perish, but have eternal life; those who do not believe will 

perish—not because God doesn’t love them, but because they have rejected His gift of life.  
 

Jesus continues: “For God did not send His Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order 

that the world might be saved through Him.” Jesus didn’t come just to say, “You’re done for because of 
your sin.” He also didn’t come to say, “You’re on the way to destruction, so let Me give you a new list of 

rules so that you can try to make up for what you’ve done.” More laws from Jesus would just mean more 
laws for sinners to break, and that would just condemn you even more. But God didn’t send His Son into 

the world to condemn the world with more demands. Jesus became flesh to fulfill the Law’s demands, to 

pay the wages of sin, the death that you deserve.  
 

There’s more good news here: “Whoever believes in Him is not condemned, but whoever does 
not believe is condemned already, because he has not believed in the name of the only Son of God.” 

Salvation is not a future thing, but a present reality. You already have forgiveness and salvation now, 
even while you still live in this sinful world. God isn’t saying, “If you believe now, I’ll save you later.” He 

declares that you already have salvation in Christ—it’s certain. Likewise, the one who does not believe is 

already condemned. There’s no such thing as neutrality before God: one is either a saved believer or a 
condemned unbeliever. For now, however, there’s still time. There is still time for the condemned 

unbeliever to repent of sin and be saved. There is also time for a saved believer to return to unrepentant 
sin and be condemned, so guard yourself carefully. But rejoice always in this: salvation is already yours 

for the sake of Jesus.    

 
“For God so loved the world, that He gave His only Son, that whoever believes in Him should not 

perish but have eternal life.” That’s sometimes called “the Gospel in a nutshell,” the Good News of Jesus 
Christ summarized in one verse. That’s what “Gospel” means, after all: “good news.” And what you do 

with news? Do you do news? No, you hear news. News isn’t the same as instructions: it’s not something 

that you do, but what has happened. This is what has happened: for your salvation, God’s only-begotten 
Son went to the cross and died in your place. Because of His death, you have forgiveness and eternal life. 

Because of His sacrifice, your works are now holy and good before God. That’s not all: Christ is risen 
from the dead, and He gives you salvation even now by means of this Good News—the news that you 

are forgiven for all of your sins. 
 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen   

 


